Children with autism have a difficult time understanding non-verbal communication. Tone of voice, eye-contact, voice inflection, facial expressions and gestures are often lost. Instead, they may hear only the literal interpretation of the words others say. Because most of the meaning of our communication is conveyed through non-verbal communication, children and teens with autism are often lost or confused during conversations. We communicate information in nonverbal ways using groups of behaviors. For example, we might combine a frown with crossed arms and unblinking eye gaze to indicate disapproval.
Create a facial expression book -you can cut out pictures from magazines, showing different facial expressions and create a book with many different "looks." For example, you might use "happy" and have several different faces showing how people show they are happy.
Matching emotions -cut out pictures of different emotions so that you have 2 pictures for each. Paste each picture on one side of an index card. Place all index cards face down. You and your child take turns turning over two cards and trying to make a match, such as two pictures denoting angry or two pictures showing someone who is scared or happy. If you find a match, you keep the cards, if the cards don't match, you turn them back over and the next person takes a turn. If you are teaching your child words, you can create one card with the word and your child must find the matching picture.
Repeat phrases -use simple phrases, such as "I am on the swings" and use different voice inflections and facial expressions to show how that phrase can mean different things. For example, you might say it in an excited voice or a scared voice. Have your child practice saying statements in different ways.
Go people watching -take an afternoon and head to the mall. Pick a spot to sit where you can easily watch the people walking by. Discuss what you think they might be feeling, based on their gestures and facial expressions. Take turns, giving your child lots of opportunities to watch how people act and with one another.
Practice and repetition will best help your child not only understand non-verbal communication, but to be able to use it effectively.
Receptive language is the ability to UNDERSTAND language. Receptive language is responding to the language of others. The ability to follow directions and identify things are examples of receptive language. Receptive language is easier for individuals because they do not have to recall words. When asked a question or given a demand, the individual points to an object or picture. Even reading is a receptive skill. When the individual reads the word cat, they need to understand what the word cat is.
Expressive language is the ability to COMMUNICATE language. This does not have to be just verbally. It can be done with sign language or a communication device. Even writing is a form of expressive language. Expressive language involves making requests, giving information, and labeling things. Expressive language is more difficult because the individual has to recall the word or words they want to communicate and then be able to express. A lack of expressive language skills is often the cause of frustration and maladaptive behavior.
Sometimes receptive and expressive language skills can seem very similar or are confused. Receptive language is identifying, and expressive language is recalling the word and communicating it. Below are some examples of each.
 Letters (or any other rote skill)
o Receptive-Point to the letter S. The individual points the S on the Behavior is a common occurrence in children, but more often in children with special needs. This is often a part of their diagnosis. It is usually caused by a characteristic of their diagnosis and not necessarily directly caused by the diagnosis. For example, a non-verbal child with autism may tantrum when he wants a drink. The tantrum behavior is not a symptom of autism, but it is a cause from the child not being able to communicate they want a drink (characteristic of autism).
Behaviors can take many forms-aggressions, tantrums, self-injury, bolting, self-stimulation. It is important to teach the child appropriate ways to deal with the behavior and not make the behavior functional. For example if the child tantrums to avoid doing work you can teach them to request a break. If they have a tantrum at work time it is very important to make them do some of the task. It is important to gain an understanding of why the behavior is occurring to know the best strategy to handle it (more info on how to do this coming soon).
There are four functions of behavior.
 Self-stimulatory (sensory input)  Escape/avoid a task or demand  Get something they want  Get attention Escape Children will exhibit behaviors in order to escape something or get out of doing something. Behaviors can vary greatly. They may tantrum when you ask them to do work or in a overstimulating environment they want to leave. Typical children (and teenagers) will exhibit behaviors when you ask them to do a chore in order for you to stop asking them to do it. As with all behaviors it is important to stay consistent and follow through with what they were asked to do. You do not have to expect they entire thing, but they must at least do some of the task without behaviors. Each time make them do a little bit more.
Gain something
This is a common cause of behavior in young children and children with special needs. When an individual is unable to communicate what they want it leads to extreme frustration causing behaviors. The easiest way to deal with this is to develop a communication system for the childspecial needs or not. Simple picture boards in a book to make a choice are easy to make and use. Have your child practice asking for things by using the book and encourage them to use the book every time they get something so they make a connection. If the behaviors are due to a communication issue it is crucial, once they have calmed down, to have them communicate what they want and then give it to them. The faster they learn to communicate what they want, the faster the behaviors will decrease.
Another cause is not being allowed to have something they want. If a child asks for some candy and are told no they can become upset and exhibit behaviors. This is due to frustration of being denied what they want. If you give a child what they ask for when they are exhibiting behaviors they are very likely to exhibit behavior every time they are told "no". It is important to teach your child to handle hearing the word "no". This can be done by reinforcing them for not exhibiting behaviors when you say "no" using an alternative reinforcer.
Get attention
Children can exhibit behaviors in order to gain attention from an adult or peers. This may be caused by a lack of ability to appropriately interact. Children also may associate some type of social activity with you that they act up in order for you to interact with them. Any kind of attention either when they are doing something good or getting in trouble is still reinforcing for the child. It is important to not give them verbal interaction if this is the cause. Do not make eye contact and redirect them to what they are suppose to be doing. Reinforce frequently for doing what they are suppose to be doing and not attend to them when they are exhibiting this behavior. Sometimes this means leaving the room or turning your back to the child and working with someone else.
Self-stimulatory Self-stimulatory behavior is different than the other three. The others involve tantrums, selfinjury, and aggression. Self-stimulatory behavior is a bit different. It can involve vocals, hand/arm flapping, jumping, rocking. Although they may seem harmless, they are not socially acceptable and it can interfere with other activities. It is important to reinforcer they child for NOT exhibiting the behavior, also blocking the behavior when it occurs. These behaviors can happen often when the child is bored it is important to keep your child engaged in activities.
In order to best treat behaviors it is best to understand why the behavior is occurring. It is best to think about what happened immediately before the before and treat it accordingly. It is also crucial to reinforcer for appropriate behaviors whenever possible.
